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Abstract
The purpose of this action research was to study whether a change of actions in school
leadership, specifically leading with empathy, would effect faculty morale in a Montessori
school. There is a common understanding that actions of school leadership are critical to creating
a positive work environment. From the literature reviewed, while there are many factors that
influence the morale of faculty, the actions of school leadership had the most significant impact
and were also the simplest to implement in terms of cost and resources. The theory of servant
leadership provided a framework for this research because it supports my personal belief that
compassion and empathy are key attributes of a successful leader and are a necessity in building
positive morale among teachers in their schools.
The findings show a relationship exists between empathetic leadership and faculty morale, and
despite this study being of short duration and a small sample size, it also uncovered some
additional factors that are important to teachers in a Montessori school and therefore affect their
feelings towards their jobs. These include facilitating a healthy work/life balance, reducing the
amount of mundane administrative tasks they are responsible for, and allowing teachers to focus
more on their work with children, which brings them great joy. It would be beneficial for all
leaders in Montessori schools to strive to lead with more empathy, as there is no downside to
treating the faculty with deeper respect and appreciation for the incredible work they do with
children.
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Teaching is one of the noblest of professions and yet it is often undervalued and
underappreciated. Even before the onset of the covid-19 pandemic in 2020, the morale of
teachers was on the decline and the teaching profession was experiencing a high turnover rate
(Mackenzie, 2007). With the added stressors of pandemic-related health and safety regulations,
anxiety over illness, more demanding parents, and frequent shifts from in-person to remote
learning, I observed teachers feeling more “burnt out” or generally unhappy in their work now
more than ever.
The teachers that I spoke with seemed exhausted and when we engaged in conversation,
they expressed a lack of passion for what they do, almost seeming like teaching children is a
burden. They also expressed that administration did not recognize or support them or their work
in a meaningful way. The faculty who were overly-negative expressed thoughts of feeling
unappreciated or not being recognized for the important work they do. On the other hand, a few
teachers seemed enthusiastic and excited to be present each day and looked forward to being
with children. It made me wonder why some teachers seem to embody a positive mindset while
others do not.
Overly anxious teachers or low morale among faculty ultimately affects the well-being of
the students. If the teachers are unhappy, then their negative feelings are absorbed by the
children in the classroom. This is especially noteable in a Montessori environment, where the
spiritual preparation of the guide is a foundation for Montessori educators. School leaders have
the ability to control many variables such as staffing, prep time, support, and relationships, all of
which could impact teachers’ efficacy and preparation - either positively or negatively. As an
administrator in a Montessori school, I believe it is my responsibility to create an environment to
ensure that faculty embody a positive presence for the children in their care.
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From the literature reviewed, out of the many variables that could influence a teacher’s
morale, those variables related to interpersonal relations emerged as the most significant
predictor of job satisfaction (Lopes & Oliveira, 2020). Building these relationships is important
as doing so allows colleagues to foster personal connections with each other which offers a
support structure for one another during challenging times. Creating a positive emotional
climate could also improve teachers’ job satisfaction by fostering healthy relationships among
staff that build trust and encouraging commitment (Rhodes, Nevill, and Allan, 2004). School
leadership has the ability to facilitate strong interpersonal relations among faculty which would
help to create a healthy emotional climate, therefore increasing the positive attitude of teachers.
Because the variable of interpersonal relations resonated with me as the area under which
school leaders can exert the most influence, I chose to examine the effect of leading with
empathy on faculty morale as worth further study. Kock et al. (2019) defines empathy as
understanding the perspective of another by personalizing his or her narrative to oneself. School
leaders who seek to develop their own empathy gain more trust from those who they lead.
Finding ways for administrators to show appreciation to faculty for the noble work they do is a
simple solution to improving faculty morale, as it presents fewer challenges than other variables
such as additional staffing, reduced hours, increased salary, etc. This research examined the
effects of how leading with empathy could promote a more positive mindset among Montessori
teachers.
Theoretical Framework
To answer the research question of how empathetic leadership impacts faculty morale in
a Montessori school, the theory of servant leadership introduced by Robert K. Greenleaf in his
essay The Servant as Leader, first published in 1970, was used to frame the action research.
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Servant leadership is a leadership theory that has gained popularity in recent years. It
proposes that the most influential leaders are servants of their people. Servant-leadership
emphasizes increased service to others; a holistic approach to work; promoting a sense of
community; and the sharing of power in decision making (Spears, 2021). This theory is very
much aligned with Montessori pedagogy as Dr. Montessori felt that leaders in a Montessori
environment are both assistants and servants of the human spirit, which reverses the roles
relative to conventional education (Bennets & Bone, 2020).
I chose this theory to frame my research because it supports my personal belief that
compassion and empathy are critical attributes of a successful leader and are necessary for
building positive morale among teachers in their schools. After reviewing the literature on the
key components that affect a teacher's morale, it was clear that leadership’s actions had the most
impact on affecting teachers’ morale.
In reviewing different leadership techniques used in school administration, the concept of
“leading with empathy” frequently appeared in the literature. Upon further research, the theory
of servant leadership emerged and seemed to align with my personal beliefs. Spears (1998)
outlined ten characteristics of servant leaders by analyzing the writings of Greenleaf (1970,
2008): listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, conceptualization, foresight,
stewardship, commitment to the growth of others, and building community. Many of these
characteristics align with Dr. Montessori's principles of the teacher in a classroom being a
servant to the children. Bennets & Bone (2020) reviewed Montessori's writings and evaluated
how the principles and practices used in the classroom are applicable to school leaders. Their
study found that a distinct perspective on leadership begins to emerge from Dr. Montessori's
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writings, and conjectured that leaders in a Montessori environment are both assistants and
leaders of the human spirit.
Conducting my research under the theory of servant leadership provided a focus and
helped to frame the research and analysis. Several theorists have contributed to the understanding
of servant leadership as a viable leadership theory that benefits organizations and improves the
well-being of followers (Parris & Peachey, 2012).
While servant leadership is one of the more popular leadership theories, its effectiveness
in organizations is still under debate. Kock et al. (2019) caution servant leaders to not become so
focused on the needs of their followers that the needs of the organization suffer as a result.
Putting an individual's needs ahead of the organization's needs is an essential point for school
leaders to consider as doing so may have negative effects on the community. Even with this in
mind, the theory of servant leadership provided a sound framework to evaluate how leading with
empathy impacts the morale of the teaching staff.
Literature Review
Faculty morale in schools is critically important. If teachers do not feel satisfied or
fulfilled in their work, it can lead to “burn out,” affecting their efficacy and ultimately impacting
the students. Teachers with low morale may begin to ‘lose heart,’ take increased sick leave, look
for alternative employment and develop a cynical approach to student interactions (Mackenzie,
2007). When the teachers in a classroom feel supported, it may have the opposite effect and
counter these negative feelings. As noted by Raju et al. (1994), “Students learn more rapidly
from the invisible curriculum – the lives of teachers, principals, and institutions – rather than the
visible curriculum” (p.7). Therefore, improving teachers' job satisfaction will have measurable
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effects on increasing morale and ultimately improving their efficacy and positive impact on the
children in their classroom.
There are many actions that school leadership can take to improve teachers’ job
satisfaction. One of the actions within the control of school leadership is adapting their
leadership style, specifically their ability to lead with empathy. If school leaders can lead with a
sense of empathy, it would increase the teachers’ job satisfaction, thereby affecting a positive
change in the morale of teachers (Kock et al., 2019). This literature review examines: 1) what the
literature tells us about teachers’ perception of their job satisfaction, 2) the actions of school
leadership that can impact teachers’ job satisfaction, and 3) the concept of empathetic leadership
and how this is applicable in a Montessori School.
Perception of Teachers’ Job Satisfaction
Job satisfaction can be defined by how much a person enjoys the conditions where they
carry out their professional activity and goes hand in hand with faculty morale. In a school
setting, teachers who are satisfied with their jobs are typically more motivated, enthusiastic, and
committed to the school’s mission, which is essential for students’ academic and educational
achievement (Lopes & Oliveira, 2020).
The most commonly cited job satisfaction factors were adequate resources, feasible
workload, collegial cooperation, professional development opportunities, leadership support, and
decision-making autonomy (Torpova et al., 2021). Across the literature, the main factors which
teachers attributed to most affecting their job satisfaction were:
School leadership
Distributed leadership/decision-making opportunities
Workload/working conditions

EFFECTS OF LEADING WITH EMPATHY

8

Adequate Resources
Pay/Salary
Collegial support/collaboration
School culture
Student welfare/behavior/discipline
Professional development
From the literature reviewed, the actions of school leadership have the most significant
impact on teachers’ job satisfaction. Mackenzie (2007) found that school leadership had a major
impact on morale, with almost all of the study participants (97%) suggesting that leadership at a
school level had a major impact on job satisfaction. This is not surprising, given that school
leadership is ultimately responsible for creating the environments and positive working
conditions which most directly impact teachers job satisfaction. Assessing teachers’ job
satisfaction is important, as it is a key indicator of teachers’ morale (Torres, 2018). Additionally,
when school leaders offload some of the administrative tasks from the classroom teachers, they
create environments that are more conducive to the job satisfaction of the teaching staff (Duyar
et al., 2013). Examples of these administrative tasks include controlling student behavior issues,
protecting teachers from 'external forces’ such as unhappy parents or needless reporting, offering
support when needed, and recognizing teachers’ efforts and accomplishments.
While the literature broadly supports that leadership actions have the most impact on
teacher job satisfaction, other variables can also impact teachers’ morale. Teacher collaboration
and social engagement are strong predictors of job satisfaction. Duyar et al. (2013) attributed
teachers’ collaboration to be the strongest predictor of job satisfaction finding that that teacher
collaboration not only improves a teacher’s effectiveness in the classroom, but also improves
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their job satisfaction. Additionally, among the categories of teacher working conditions, ones of
a social nature were found to be the most important in impacting teacher job satisfaction
(Toropova et al., 2021). The actions of school leadership can indirectly support teacher
collaboration by creating working environments that promote social engagement.
Within the literature reviewed, other studies contradicted that the actions of school
leadership were the most critical influences on teachers’ job satisfaction and instead point to
other factors that more significantly contribute to job satisfaction. Lopes & Oliveira (2020) found
that teacher cooperation, when categorized as a variable of a social nature, only minimally
predicts job satisfaction. Instead, they suggest that the type of school is the best single predictor
of teacher job satisfaction. Their study found that the difference in job satisfaction between
private and public schools is significant and is 83% higher in private schools than in other
schools. This difference may reflect the greater autonomy of private schools, where
administration can admit or expel their students and set their own policies and procedures.
Alternatively, the results in Torres's (2018) study pointed to distributed leadership as a
significant predictor of teachers' work and professional satisfaction. However, the Lopes &
Oliveira (2020) study did not concur and found that distributed leadership did not predict job
satisfaction, contrary to what Torres presented. Overall, there is a significant variation in teacher
job satisfaction, and a considerable portion of the variance in job satisfaction remains
unexplained (Lopes & Oliveira, 2020). However, the actions of leadership have the most impact
on affecting faculty morale.
Leadership Actions
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While many factors impact a teacher's job satisfaction, the literature studied indicated that
leadership actions are the single variable most likely to impact a teachers' job satisfaction. It is
reasonable to further examine the steps leadership can take to affect change in this area.
Promoting positive morale among faculty impacts job satisfaction and ultimately leads to
the retention of teachers. Retaining teachers is not a simple process. Many factors affect whether
teachers will remain committed to the profession or “burn out.” The most frequently cited
factors that influence teacher burn out are personal circumstances, job commitment, satisfaction,
morale, and self-conception. School leaders need to create conditions within their schools that
will enhance the quality of teachers' professional lives, foster increased job commitment, and
cause teachers to decide that they want to stay in the profession (Rhodes et al., 2004).
School leaders need to be aware of the influence they exert by their leadership style and
the professional culture they create in their schools. They are role models in how they lead their
organization. As such, it is important that they are thoughtful about how they lead their staff.
When leaders place their focus on bureaucratic practices like compliance with rules and
regulations, emphasizing procedures, or creating orderly environments, rather than focusing on
the activities associated with teaching, the teachers' job satisfaction may decrease (Duyer et al.,
2013).
There are several leadership practices used in schools that impact faculty morale. These
practices include observing teachers in the classrooms, monitoring students' work, connecting
with faculty, and providing instructional feedback to teachers as activities. When school
leadership engages in more of these practices, the teachers’ effectiveness and well-being increase
significantly, which, in turn, could affect their job satisfaction (Duyer et al., 2013). Engaging in
these leadership practices not only improves the teachers' job satisfaction, but ultimately has a
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positive effect on the students. Assisting teachers with classroom instruction and management
may not only improve student learning and well-being, but also an effective way to increase
teacher effectiveness, perceived self-efficacy, and ultimately job satisfaction (Lopes and
Oliveira, 2020).
Other leadership practices common in corporate environments can also be applied to the
educational setting, especially in Montessori schools. One such leadership technique applied in
the corporate arena, but less frequently in education, is empathetic leadership. Empathetic
leadership allows leaders to better understand and respond to a follower's needs in a way that
furthers performance. Empathetic leaders genuinely care for followers and work to connect with
them on a more personal level. Leader empathy increases performance by increasing follower
job satisfaction, and empathetic leadership has a significant (direct) relationship with job
satisfaction (Kock et al., 2019). Rasmussen (2019) expanded on that, stating “opening the door
to vulnerability and human emotion in leadership positions can motivate followers and unite
groups toward higher and unprecedented performance” (pp. 31-32). In an educational setting,
school leaders can lead with empathy when they are able to see a situation from the teachers’
perspective. Both studies support the claim that empathetic leadership can positively affect the
morale of faculty.
An empathetic leadership approach is in alignment with Montessori philosophy, as noted
by Bennetts and Bone (2020), who remarked that “Dr. Montessori reinforced the significance of
humility and service as key pedagogical principles guiding the preparation of the adult who is led
by children” (p. 5). In a Montessori environment, emphasis is placed on the spiritual preparation
of the teacher and on grace and courtesy. A focus on empathetic leadership is well-suited to
align with the Montessori pedagogy, and vital component for affecting teacher morale, although
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it is an understudied approach. This research studied how leaders who apply an empathetic
leadership style could impact faculty morale in a Montessori school.
Literature Summary
The literature reviewed examined several factors that teachers identified as most
significant in impacting their job satisfaction, of which the actions of school leadership seemed
to be most influential. After reviewing the different variables or leadership styles available to
school administrators in an educational setting, the concept of empathetic leadership emerged as
effective and aligned with Montessori pedagogy. Empathy is attempting to understand the
perspective of another by simply “putting yourself in someone else’s shoes.” Empathy is a highly
effective leadership trait as it can equip leaders with the grit and resilience they need to succeed.
There is a positive relationship between empathy and successful leadership as empathetic
leadership can motivate followers to work with a more positive outlook and support of
organizational goals (Rasmussen, 2019). While there is existing literature on empathic
leadership, there is little to no literature evaluating the effects of the application of empathetic
leadership in a Montessori environment.
Teachers' job satisfaction is associated with overall teacher well-being, less turnover,
improved student learning, and ultimately effective school functioning. Teachers who are
satisfied with their jobs are typically more motivated, enthusiastic, and committed to the school's
mission (Lopes & Oliveira, 2020). Further research on how empathetic leadership can affect
teachers' job satisfaction in a Montessori school is beneficial. It is up to school leaders to create a
school environment that will foster a favorable work environment and support positive morale
among faculty. Leading with empathy is a possible means to achieve that end.
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Methodology
This action research was intended to study whether a change in the actions of school
leadership, specifically leading with empathy, could have an effect on the morale of faculty in a
Montessori school. The research participants included 12 healthy adults, all of whom hold a
Montessori teaching credential and hold a position of working with children at a private
Montessori school located in an affluent New Jersey suburb. The school enrolls approximately
225 students from infants through eighth grade and is served by 60 faculty and staff. All faculty
and staff were given information about the study and asked to sign a consent form if they wished
to participate, of which 12 responded. The study participants spanned the different age programs
within the school: infant/toddler, early childhood, and lower elementary; and, all had regular,
direct interactions with school leadership. School leadership consisted of the Head of School,
and Assistant Head of School.
The intervention lasted four weeks and totaled 18 consecutive school days from February
through March, 2022. During that time, as a school leader, I applied three different tactics in my
interactions with the study participants that exemplified leading with empathy. The intent was to
observe whether simply changing my behaviors could have an impact on how the faculty felt
towards their morale. These tactics included increasing in-person communication, engaging in
more personal conversations, and expressing gratitude. Each tactic was applied randomly to the
study participants during the duration of the intervention and was noted in a daily field log. The
field log (see Appendix A) contains a complete schedule of the tactics. A description of each
tactic and its intended purpose follows.
The first tactic applied during the intervention was to increase in-person communication
between leadership and the participants, rather than using email communication. The use of
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email as an efficient means of communication has increased significantly over the last few years,
especially during the covid-19 pandemic when in-person communication was very limited due to
the various mitigation strategies applied in this school environment. At the time of the
intervention, the mitigation strategies around keeping classrooms as separate cohorts had
recently been relaxed, so in-person communication was not restricted.
While email is an efficient communication tool, it is devoid of any emotion. Replacing
emails with in-person conversations allowed for a more meaningful exchange between
individuals, leaving both parties feeling like they connected more deeply with each other. This
deeper connection is a key to building empathy. During the intervention, I responded to emails
received from study participants requiring more than a short-answer response in-person, rather
than by email. Field notes were recorded for each interaction.
Engaging in conversations with faculty that moved beyond work-related topics as the
second tactic applied during the intervention. Personal connections are key to a positive work
environment. As the workloads of faculty have increased, everyone is very busy and there seems
to be little time for building personal connections through “small talk” or listening to how others
are doing. Having more personal conversations with teachers would hypothetically help to build
feelings of trust and create a sense that school leadership cares about their well-being. During the
intervention, I made a point of connecting with each study participant at least once per week to
have a conversation about something not specifically related to work, such as, family, children,
hobbies, weather, or other non-work related topics.
Expressing gratitude for the faculty’s hard work through written notes or verbal
recognition was the final tactic that exemplified empathy employed during the intervention.
From my personal experience, gratitude helps to generate positive feelings both to those
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expressing gratitude and those receiving it. I believe the more that leadership can express
gratitude, the more that faculty will feel valued which will ultimately lead to improved morale.
A handwritten note with a personal message expressing gratitude to each study participate was
placed in participants internal mail bins at various times during the intervention period. These
tactics and associated observations about faculty reactions to the intervention were recorded in a
field log.
Four tools were used during the intervention to gather data from faculty in response to the
tactics described above: 1) a pre-post morale assessment, 2) an online daily check-in form 3)
weekly journal reflections and 4) field notes. Before the intervention started, participants
completed a morale assessment (see Appendix B) which was submitted anonymously via online
form. The purpose of this assessment was to collect baseline data about the morale of the
participants. On the assessment, participants were asked to respond to nine statements, listed
below, using a rating of 1 through 5, with 1 being strongly disagree and 5 being strongly agree.
Overall, I am happy in my job.
I enjoy teaching and working with children.
I look forward to coming to work each day.
School leadership supports my efforts in teaching children.
I find my work rewarding.
I sometimes feel overworked and under-appreciated.
I feel part of a community.
School leadership cares about me as an individual.
I feel that my work and contributions are valued.
The morale assessment also included two open ended questions that included:
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The best part of my job is...
If I could change one thing about my job, it would be...
Participants completed this same assessment at the close of the intervention. The data
collected post-intervention was compared to the baseline data that was collected at the start of
the intervention.
Each day during the intervention period, participants completed an online daily check-in
form (see Appendix C) to record their emotions. The form listed several emotions which were
classified into positive feelings and negative feelings and participants were asked at the end of
each day, to check off all the emotions they felt that day. The positive feelings included: excited,
inspired, grateful, joyful, and calm. The negative feelings included: disappointed, frustrated,
overwhelmed, stressed, and exhausted. The online form randomized the order in which the list
of emotions appeared each day.
There were also two additional questions with a binary reply. The first was whether there
was anything out of the ordinary in the classroom, such as new staffing, accident, visitor, illness,
or other irregular circumstances. The second was whether the teacher had any interactions with
school leadership on that day. In the analysis of the data, I expect there to be some sort of
correlation between the emotions experienced and these two variables.
The data collected from the daily check-ins provided insight as to how teachers were
feeling each day, the extent that teacher morale fluctuated from day to day, and whether there
was a connection between teacher emotions and whether they had had an interaction with school
leadership on a given day.
Participants were also asked to provide weekly journal reflections in response to three
prompts delivered through an online form (see Appendix D). In the weekly reflections,
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participants anonymously shared how they were feeling about their work with children in the
past week, and to reflect upon a specific interaction with school leadership. Instructions were
given to participants to not include any names or personal identifiers, and assurance was given
that all information would be kept strictly confidential.
The weekly journal asked participants to respond to five open-ended questions. The
questions asked participants to: 1) look back at the past week and share how they are feeling
about their work with children; 2) describe a specific interaction they had with school leadership
in the past week, either via email or in person; 3) elaborate on their interaction with school
leadership and describe how they felt following the interaction; 4) describe how the interaction
with school leadership made them feel; and, 5) whether they would have preferred a different
response from school leadership with instructions to consider whether a different response would
have had an impact on their feelings.
Gathering this information about participants’ current feelings about their job, and the
actions that leadership can take, helped to answer the research question of whether a change in
the actions of school leadership, specifically leading with empathy, had an effect the morale of
faculty in a Montessori school.
Data Analysis
Four data collection tools were implemented during the intervention to gather
quantitative and qualitative date on faculty emotions, which served as an indicator of their
morale. The data showed that overall, baseline morale was quite high among the participants in
the study as validated by the frequency of positive comments submitted. The data also supported
that working with children is a key motivator for faculty and brings teachers the most joy in their
work. This is not surprising as Montessori teachers tend to have a genuine love for children.
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Finally, the data collected indicated a connection between empathetic leadership tactics and
faculty morale as shown by the decrease in negative emotions and increase in positive emotions
during the intervention.
Positive and Negative Emotions
Each day during the intervention period as the empathetic leadership tactics were being
practiced, participants completed an online daily check-in form to record their feelings. The form
listed several emotions from which participants were asked to choose the top three that they felt
that day. The list of ten emotions was then classified into positive feelings and negative feelings
selected by participants cumulatively during the research timeframe.
Figure 1
Count of Emotions Listed - Cumulative
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The emotions selected daily indicated a more positive morale overall among faculty and
staff which could be attributed to the fact that Montessori teachers are by nature calm and serene,
and as part of their training learn to “spiritually prepare” to be with the children they serve. To
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determine whether the higher frequency of positive emotions was the direct result of the
empathetic actions of leadership, further data points needed to be examined.
On the daily check-in sheet, two additional questions with a binary reply were also
included. The first was whether there were irregular circumstances in the classroom on that
given day, such as new staffing, an accident, a visitor, illness, etc., and the second was whether
the teacher had any interactions with school leadership on that day. Irregular circumstances in
the classroom could be a factor in contributing to how a teacher is feeling on a particular day.
For example, a special event or a substitute in the classroom can affect the way a teacher is
feeling. Figure 2 shows a comparison of the frequency of the emotions felt on days where the
participants indicated that there were irregular circumstances in the classroom compared to days
with no irregular circumstances.
Figure 2
Count of Emotions on Days with Irregular Circumstances
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On days where the participants indicated that there were irregular circumstances in the
classroom, the frequency of all five positive emotions selected on the daily check-in sheets
dropped significantly (see Figure 2). Additionally, the frequency of almost all the negative
emotions increased on those days as well. This indicates that irregular circumstances in the
classroom have a direct effect on how the faculty are feeling on a given day. Controlling
irregular circumstances in the classroom may be one way that school leadership can impact the
morale of faculty. If leadership can ensure consistent schedules, adequate staffing, and
accommodate irregular circumstances to the extent possible, it would help to foster a more
positive morale.
Interactions with school leadership
The second binary question asked on the daily check-in sheet was whether the teacher
had any interactions with school leadership on that day.
Figure 3
Count of Emotions on Days with Leadership Interactions
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On days with leadership interaction, participants selected the positive emotion inspired
more frequently than on days without leadership interaction. As it is leadership’s responsibility
to provide inspiration to the organization, the results of this data point support that during the
intervention, participants felt inspired by leadership.
Interestingly, the data showed that all five of the negative emotions showed an increase
on days when there was an interaction with leadership. While it is possible the interaction with
school leadership was causing negative emotions such as stress or disappointment, another
explanation may be that in a school setting, when faculty interact with school leadership it is
commonly in response to a student or parent issue. The student or parent issue can reasonably be
the direct cause of the negative feeling, and not necessarily the interaction with leadership. From
the data gathered, the negative emotions may not reflect a response to leadership’s actions at all,
but merely indicate that the faculty member was feeling negative emotions in reaction to
something happening that day. From this data source it cannot be determined if the actions of
leadership contributed to the negative feelings.
In addition to the data collected about interactions with leadership on the daily check-in
sheets, participants were also asked to provide weekly journal reflections to anonymously share
how they were feeling about their work with children and to reflect upon a specific interaction
with school leadership. From their responses, 84.6% of the responses were classified as positive,
and 46.2% as negative responses. The high percentage of positive comments indicate an overall
positive morale.
Of the comments that were coded as being positive, all the responses in some way
indicated that working with the children was important and/or a great source of joy. Some
comments included, “My work with children is my favorite part of my role” “I am always so
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happy when I’m with the children” and “Working with the children is always joyful.” It was
interesting to note that none of the comments mentioned school leadership as a contributing
factor. This would indicate that teachers find their joy more from their work with children rather
than from leadership. The data collected from the pre- and post-morale assessment also echoed
this point in the faculty citing working with children as the best part of their jobs.
Of the comments that were coded as being negative, several themes emerged. The theme
most frequently cited was around balancing personal life with work responsibilities. One
respondent noted, “My work is rewarding but can be challenging, especially when it comes to
holding personal boundaries to stop working at the end of the day.” Other common themes were
high levels of stress and concerns around interpersonal relationships with other teachers. These
themes were also validated by comments on the pre- and post-morale assessments which
provided more details as to what causes negative feelings. When asked, “What is one thing you
would like to change about your job?” the responses included different hours, longer lunch,
support in working with difficult parents and more prep time. While no comments indicated that
leadership had a direct impact on how the faculty were feeling, there are some actions leadership
can take to mitigate these negative feelings such as reducing emails sent after 5:00 PM, finding
ways to better support the teachers work with parents, or adding classroom assistants.
Connections between empathetic tactics and positive or negative feelings
To more specifically evaluate whether there was a connection between the empathetic
leadership tactics applied during the intervention and faculty morale, the positive and negative
emotions data collected from the daily check-in sheets was evaluated for each day of the
intervention. Over the course of the intervention, the frequency of negative emotions decreased,
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and the frequency of positive emotions increased. This would indicate that the tactics of
empathic leadership did have an impact on the morale of faculty (Figure 4).
Figure 4
Positive or Negative Emotions on the Day of Intervention
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Looking further at the daily occurrence of positive and negative emotions during the
intervention, almost all days had a higher frequency of positive emotions compared to negative
ones. Overall, as the intervention went on over time, the number of positive emotions increased.
This could be attributed to the empathy tactics employed during the intervention. In addition, the
frequency of negative emotions went down, which again, can be related to the empathetic tactics
employed during the intervention. Evaluating the cause and effect on a micro level, on Day 6 of
the intervention, each participant was provided with a handwritten note offering an
acknowledgement and gratitude for their hard work. The increase in positive emotions on Day 7

17
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could be a response attributed to that handwritten note. Another example is on Day 11, I emailed
all participants an inspirational note with a positive motivational quote. The increase in positive
feelings on Day 12 and 13 could be attributed to this email which was one of the empathetic
leadership tactics employed in the study.
Morale Pre- and Post-Assessment
All participants completed a morale assessment which was submitted anonymously via
online form before the intervention started. The purpose of this self-assessment was to collect
baseline data about the overall morale of the participants. On the assessment, participants were
asked to respond to nine statements using a rating of 1 through 5, with 1 being strongly disagree
and 5 being strongly agree. Participants completed this same assessment at the close of the
intervention. The data collected post-intervention was compared to the baseline data that was
collected at the start of the intervention and the change in mean responses noted.
Table 1
Change in Means of Responses

Assessment Criteria

Mean
response preintervention

Mean
response postintervention % change

Overall, I am happy in my job.

4.63

4.80

3.8

I enjoy teaching and working with children.

5.00

5.00

0.0

I look forward to coming to work each day.

4.63

4.60

-0.5

School leadership supports my efforts in teaching
children.

4.38

4.40

0.6

I find my work rewarding.

4.75

4.80

1.1

I sometimes feel overworked and under-appreciated.

3.00

2.80

-6.7

I feel part of a community.

4.25

4.80

12.9

School leadership cares about me as an individual.

4.25

4.00

-5.9

I feel that my work and contributions are valued.

4.25

4.60

8.2
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Almost all the morale statements showed an increase in mean response when comparing
pre- and post- assessments. The mean responses which showed the most increase between the
start and end of the intervention were feeling part of a community (12.9% increase) feeling that
one’s contributions were valued (8.2% increase) and overall job happiness (3.8% increase). Not
surprisingly based on the analysis of other data points, working with children had no change
from pre- and post-intervention, as 100% of participants marked as strongly agree in both preand post-assessments. Although the intervention was short, the increase in job happiness is an
indication that when administration embodies an empathetic approach to leadership, it does
affect the morale and overall job happiness of faculty.
Noteworthy, the response “I sometimes feel overworked and under-appreciated”
decreased by 6.7% during the intervention. Since this is a negative statement, the fact that it has
decreased is a positive and indicates that the participants were feeling less overworked and
under-appreciated at the end of the intervention than at the start. Again, this could be attributed
to the effectiveness of the empathetic leadership tactics employed during the intervention.
Summary
Collecting data about participants’ current feelings about their job, and the actions that
leadership can take, helped to answer the question of whether a change in the actions of school
leadership, specifically leading with empathy, could have an effect the morale of faculty in a
Montessori school. The data analyzed indicates that leading with empathy does have an effect
on the morale of faculty in a Montessori school. The data also supported that working with
children is key motivator for faculty and brings teachers the most joy in their work, which is not
surprising in a Montessori environment.
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Conclusions and Recommendations
The purpose of this action research was to study whether a change of actions in school
leadership, specifically leading with empathy, would affect faculty morale in a Montessori
school. Despite this study being of short duration and a small sample size, the findings do
indicate a positive correlation between empathetic leadership and faculty morale. It also
uncovered some additional factors that influence the positive emotions of teachers in a
Montessori school.
The study found that overall, faculty morale was more positive than originally thought.
At the start of the intervention, the morale was quite high among the participants as validated by
the frequency of positive comments submitted through several data collection methods.
Comments from faculty on their weekly journals include statements such as such as:
“I am always so happy when I’m with the children.”
“Feeling really good about the work I did in my environment.”
“Really happy and pleased.”
The overall positivity is most likely specific to a Montessori school and can be attributed to
credentialed teachers who support the philosophy of Dr. Montessori. In addition, the study
participants were those who voluntarily signed up to participate, so results could have been
skewed by those who were predisposed to being more positive, or interested in learning more
about empathetic leadership, and who opted-in to participate.
The research showed a connection between empathetic leadership tactics and faculty
morale as indicated by the decrease in negative emotions and increase in positive emotions
recorded during the intervention. This indicates that if school leadership continues to employ the
same empathetic tactics that were applied during the intervention, then they would be able to
continually lift the morale of faculty to be more positive. These tactics include recognizing a job
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well done, sending a positive email, or simply a handwritten note to let teachers know they are
appreciated for the work they do. The data confirmed that these small actions do have a direct
effect on increasing the positive emotions of faculty.
Another notable finding from the research was how the events of the day directly affect
how a teacher is feeling, as evidenced by the higher percentage of negative feelings on days with
“irregular circumstances.” While it is unrealistic to think that there will never be irregular
circumstances in a Montessori classroom, it is relatively simple for leadership to find ways to
minimize these situations. For example, ensuring adequate staffing when there is a team member
absent, adding classroom assistants when there is a change of schedule, or minimizing the
number of school events or classroom visitors all are all variables that are well within the control
of school leadership. If leadership can proactively anticipate and mitigate the effects of irregular
circumstances, it could lead to increased positively among faculty and staff, therefore positively
affecting their morale.
The results also indicated that a key motivator for faculty was their joy in working with
children, as evidenced by the weekly journal reflections. School leaders should work to ensure
that teaching children remains the primary focus for teachers. Reasonably removing some of the
barriers which prevent the faculty being able to work with children, such as mundane
administrative tasks, unreasonable parent communications, and non-teaching responsibilities
would allow teachers to focus more on their work with children, which brings them joy and
would therefore improve their positive feelings even more.
Finally, the research also indicated that there are steps that school leadership can take to
mitigate the faculty’s negative feelings. The data indicated that a healthy work/life balance was
important to faculty. They expressed a need for time to refresh and rejuvenate themselves during
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the week so they can be fully present for the children they serve. While school leadership cannot
be wholly responsible for the faculty’s happiness, they can facilitate a healthy work life balance
and respecting personal time by reducing emails sent after 5 pm and on weekends. Leadership
adapting this small change will allow teachers the time they need outside of the classroom to
spend with families and on personal matters, so they can be their best when in the classroom.
While this research provided some critical insights into specific actions leadership can
take to improve the morale of faculty, it was a small sample of teachers who voluntarily opted in
from in a single school, and only one member of the leadership team employed the tactics
described. It would be helpful to expand the study to see if the same tactics applied by other
leaders, across other Montessori schools, would result in the same findings. This study has
shown that there is a correlation between leading with empathy and an improvement in the
morale of faculty. It would be beneficial for all leaders in Montessori schools to strive to lead
with more empathy, as there is no downside to treating the faculty with deeper respect and
appreciation for the incredible work they do with children.
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Appendix A
Schedule of Tactics Employed During the Intervention
Date

Day

15-Feb
16-Feb
17-Feb

Tuesday
Wednesday
Thursday

1
2
3

22-Feb
23-Feb
24-Feb
25-Feb
28-Feb
1-Mar
2-Mar
3-Mar
4-Mar
7-Mar
8-Mar
9-Mar
10-Mar
11-Mar

Tuesday
Wednesday
Thursday
Friday
Monday
Tuesday
Wednesday
Thursday
Friday
Monday
Tuesday
Wednesday
Thursday
Friday

4
5
6
7
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18

Tactic

Note

Intro email sent/ pre-survey sent
Daily check in #1 - Email
In person connects
In person connects
Last day before long weekend
First day back after long
Email inspirational quote
weekend
Personal note
Weekly journal reflection
Email inspirational quote
Email inspirational quote
Parent/teacher Conference
Parent/teacher Conference
Weekly journal reflection
Email inspirational quote
Last day!
Post survey assessment sent
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Morale Assessment
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Online Daily Check-in Form
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Weekly Journal Reflection Form
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